Repeated assessments of endocrine- and immune-related changes in posttraumatic stress disorder.
It is assumed that stress-related changes in the endocrine and immune systems are key mediators involved in the development of diseases associated with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Evidence suggests that those changes might be related to the duration of PTSD. The aim of our study was to investigate the differences in selected endocrine- and immune-related variables between PTSD patients and control subjects, and whether these differences persist over time. We assessed 39 Croatian war veterans with PTSD and 25 healthy volunteers (civilians without traumatic experience), all men, at two time points separated by 5.6 years (median; interquartile range: 5.4-6.3). Cortisol and prolactin levels were measured by radioimmunoassays while interleukin-6 and tumor necrosis factor-α were determined by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assays. Immune function was assessed by in vitro natural killer cell cytotoxicity (NKCC). Lymphocyte counts, immunophenotype and intracellular glucocorticoid receptor expression in various lymphocyte subsets were determined by three-color flow cytometry. At the first assessment, moderate to large effect size estimates of differences between patients and controls were observed for most of the measured variables. Only prolactin levels and lymphocyte counts remained significantly elevated in PTSD patients at the second assessment with low to moderate effect size estimates of differences between patients and controls in other variables. Observed endocrine- and immune-related changes in PTSD over time may depend on the duration of the allostatic load posed by the disorder and its impact on interactions between the endocrine and immune systems involved in stress response.